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Targeting non-targets: When and how diversity strategies backfire
Abstract
Increasingly, companies display support for diversity in both explicit and implicit
ways. Explicitly, organizations broadcast messaging about diversity across their websites and
other public material. This diversity messaging is intended to attract and retain a more diverse
workforce (Leslie, 2019), and increase organizations’ attractiveness as employers (Abraham
& Burbano, 2021; Windscheid et al., 2016). Implicitly, organizations communicate whether
these explicit, diversity-supporting messages are sincere via the actual representation of
minorities in the firm, particularly in the senior ranks (the top management team/TMT)
(Smith et al., 2012; Windscheid et al., 2016).
When individuals judge an organization’s diversity efforts, they evaluate both explicit
initiatives and implicit cues, as well as whether the signals they send are congruent or
contradictory. To wit, recent diversity research has started to focus on the interplay between
diversity messaging (an explicit signal that the organization “talks the talk”) and TMT
diversity (an implicit cue that the organization “walks the walk”) (cf., Smith et al., 2012).
Organizations with contradictory diversity messaging (i.e. an organization that uses diversity
messaging but has a homogeneous white and male board) are perceived as having less
behavioral integrity and lower organizational attractiveness (Abraham & Burbano, 2021;
Windscheid et al., 2016).
Research is also starting to document that these signals are evaluated differently
depending on who is receiving them. Explicit diversity messages, for example, may be
positively received by the underrepresented groups who have historically been the targets of
such messaging, but elicit threat in Whites and men (Dover et al., 2016; Plaut et al., 2011).
Meanwhile, framing diversity statements as inclusive of Whites negatively affects targets by
decreasing their perceived inclusion and increasing their concerns of being treated unfairly.

In addition, when diversity statements are framed as multicultural (vs. either neutral or
inclusive of White people), Whites’ sensitivity to racial injustice decreases, even when they
are presented with clear evidence of discrimination against targets (Small et al., 2021).
Building on this past research, I examine how the interplay of explicit signals and
implicit cues affects targets and non-targets of diversity initiatives. To date, research has
focused on positive outcomes that flow from congruence. However, we know that whites and
men experience threat when confronted with diversity messaging. In this paper, I therefore
focus on the potential negative consequences that can stem from congruence. I develop and
test the key hypothesis that TMT diversity moderates non-targets' perception of diversity
messaging and that organizations that both emphasize diversity and have a diverse TMT will
lead to a higher perceived threat level in non-targets. Given that Whites and men hold the
majority of positions in power (Pratto et al., 2006), any potential adverse reactions to
diversity initiatives could have far-reaching consequences.
I plan to test the hypotheses in a set of lab experiments in which I manipulate the
company's diversity messaging (diverse vs neutral) and TMT composition (no information on
TMT vs diverse TMT vs homogenous [white & male] TMT) and test whether firms that both
“talk the talk” and “walk the walk” elicit threat in non-targets, ultimately affecting their
behavior towards targets (e.g. increase in subtle discrimination). In both studies 1 and 2,
participants are randomly assigned to read one of six profiles of a prospective employer. In
study 1, participants answer a set of questions to examine perceived threat as a function of the
congruence of diversity efforts. In study 2, I then plan to test how threat in non-targets
mediates the moderated effect of congruence on behavioral outcomes. Here, participants
assess applicant profiles and are further given the option to either help or inhibit the
applicants in solving a task supposedly relevant for the final hiring decision. Outcomes I am

interested in include participants’ rating of the candidates as well as their sabotage behavior
as a way to measure subtle discrimination.
This study aims to make two main contributions. First, I add to the literature on
diversity initiatives by showing that TMT diversity moderates whether diversity messaging
induces threat in non-targets. Second, I add to the literature on the unintended consequences
of diversity initiatives (Dover et al., 2020; Leslie, 2019) by showing the conditions under
which diversity initiatives can backfire.
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